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Abstract Compostable materials constitute roughly half of waste generated globally, but only 5% of waste
is actually processed through composting, suggesting that expanding compost programs may be an effective
way to process waste. Compostable waste, if properly collected and processed, has value‐added end use options
including: residential and park landscaping, remediation of brownfield sites, and as growing media in urban
agriculture (UA). Since 2001, our lab has partnered with The Food Project, a non‐profit focused on youth
leadership development through urban farming. From 2006 to 2022 we collected compost materials that were
delivered to the farm from a variety of local sources and analyzed a suite of biogeochemical properties including
lead (Pb) concentrations, organic carbon, and grain size distribution. Pb concentrations of Boston's municipal
compost always exceeded the current City of San Francisco soil and compost purchase standard (80 μg/g). In
2012 Boston's composting program was halted when it exceeded the 400 μg/g Environmental Protection
Agency's Pb in soil benchmark. Urban Pb is geomobile and must be managed to minimize resuspension and
transport of fines whose Pb concentration is often elevated compared to bulk compost. Consequently, urban
farmers have to source lower Pb compost from suburban suppliers at significantly greater cost. Over a 15 year
period and through several city vendor contracts, Pb concentrations in municipal compost remain at levels that
warrant continued surveillance and risk assessment.

Plain Language Summary Locally sourced compost is the life blood of urban agriculture (UA). It is
used to fill raised beds, added as a soil amendment to increase carbon contents, and helps manage soil moisture.
In the greater Boston area, consistent access to compost low in fugitive lead (Pb) and rich in nutrients is limited.
Starting in 2006, our lab began collecting compost delivered to The Food Project, a non‐profit urban farm in
Dorchester, MA. The Pb concentrations consistently exceeded California's compost benchmark of 80 μg/g and
in 2012, Boston's composting program was halted because it exceeded the Environmental Protection Agency Pb
in soil benchmark of 400 μg/g. We demonstrate that geochemical fingerprinting management of feedstocks can
yield consistent, quality compost. This supports the growing urban farming movement. Rather than treating
organic urban waste streams as a problem to manage solely around cost control, design collection and
processing approaches must minimize all fugitive contaminants so that these carbon sources can support UA,
increase food sovereignty, and promote environmental justice.

1. Introduction
The urban agriculture (UA) movement aims to achieve greater social and environmental justice in urban com-
munities by creating multicultural, intergenerational spaces that address issues of food apartheid (Boggs, 2011;
Wortman & Lovell, 2013). Community gardens, guided by values of sustainability, community, and justice,
reimagine deindustrialized and disinvested spaces as places to create community and empower people by creating
gardens filled with nutritious food while providing space for community art and leisure (Boggs, 1998). Food
sovereignty is key to UA and has its foundations in the Black farmers movement, declaring that “we cannot free
ourselves until we feed ourselves” (Boggs, 2011).

However, the same systems of oppression that the UA movement acts in resistance to are also responsible for
disproportionately contaminating low‐income communities and communities of color (Distler & Saikawa, 2020;
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Filippelli & Laidlaw, 2010; Filippelli & Taylor, 2018; Kodros et al., 2022; Laidlaw et al., 2022; Morrison
et al., 2013; Muller et al., 2018; Pamuk et al., 1998; Raymond & Brown, 2016; Saikawa & Filippelli, 2021; Yeter
et al., 2020). Many studies have found that youth from low‐income families in urban areas have an increased risk
of exposure to heavy metals, with racial and class disparities resulting in greater exposure burden (Distler &
Saikawa, 2020; Filippelli & Laidlaw, 2010; Filippelli & Taylor, 2018; Morrison et al., 2013; Muller et al., 2018;
Pamuk et al., 1998; Raymond & Brown, 2016; Saikawa & Filippelli, 2021; Yeter et al., 2020). In Boston, this
disproportionate burden is due to (a) policies like redlining, which perpetuated racial and economic segregation,
creating health disparities in disinvested neighborhoods that experience higher densities of legacy emissions
sources (Jung et al., 2022), (b) local corruption, which condoned landlord instigated arson‐for‐profit schemes that
spread aerosolized leaded paint in Boston neighborhoods (Brady, 1983), and (c) a lack of health‐protective lead
(Pb) in soil benchmarks at the local, state, and national levels (Lupolt et al., 2022).

Turning a waste stream into a useful product has the potential to minimize environmental harms while promoting
a shift to a circular economy for waste management (Chen et al., 2020; Wilson & Velis, 2015). Composting
remains a high potential avenue for waste management since compostable materials account for nearly half of
global waste (Kaza et al., 2018). Compost is rich in organic matter, which may aid stable metal complexation and
thereby reduces metal solubility (Pini et al., 2012) and Pb bioaccessibility (Sharp & Brabander, 2017). Many
materials, such as biochar, manure, food, and yard waste, have been used with varying levels of efficacy in
improving soil quality (Lee et al., 2006; Liang et al., 2017; Sabir et al., 2015; Walker et al., 2004). While compost
is a promising waste management strategy, compost quality depends on feedstocks and processing, both of which
can introduce fugitive contaminants.

The prevalence of soil pollution means that some common heavy metals like Pb, As, and Cd may be transported to
the compost product as fugitive legacy metals, complicating the use of compost as a remedial intervention.
Legacy Pb in the urban environment has been widely reported (Biasioli et al., 2007; Spittler & Feder, 1979), with
many studies reporting high Pb concentrations from soil in urban gardens (Attanayake et al., 2014; Bugdalski
et al., 2014; Cheng et al., 2015; Clark et al., 2006; Clarke et al., 2015; Jean‐Soro et al., 2015; McBride et al., 2014).
In one case, urban garden soils in Brooklyn, NY reached Pb concentrations up to 45,076 μg/g, over 100 times the
current Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Pb in soil benchmark (Paltseva & Cheng, 2019). The persistence
of legacy Pb in urban soil complicates feedstock and poses a challenge for urban agricultural communities seeking
food sovereignty and social justice (Wortman & Lovell, 2013).

The Food Project (TFP) is an UA non‐profit focused on youth leadership development through urban farming. Its
members work in areas of Boston living under food apartheid and contend with urban soils contaminated with
legacy Pb. Founded in 1991 on the belief that everyone has the right to fresh, healthy, affordable food, TFP works
to transform the food system into a more just, community‐engaged model that supports food security for all while
connecting diverse communities to each other and to the land (The Food Project, n.d., About Us section). Ever‐
changing levels of Pb in the product delivered to urban farms complicates TFP's access to usable compost. In the
early 2000s, the City of Boston adopted a municipal composting program as a waste management solution to
divert 35% of compostable waste from landfills (Recommendations of Boston's ZeroWaste Advisory Committee,
2019), which also had the benefit of transforming organic waste (Ayilara et al., 2020) into a medium that can
enrich nutrients, amend contaminated soil, and serve as cover material to reduce resuspension (Brown et al., 2016;
Murray et al., 2011; Tandy et al., 2009). Over the course of this study, Boston municipal compost has exhibited a
mean Pb concentration of 207 μg/g that is nearly three times the City of San Francisco soil and compost purchase
standard value (from the revised California Human Health Screening Levels for Lead from the Office of Envi-
ronmental Health Hazard Assessment, 2009) of 80 μg/g (Lupolt et al., 2022). This exceedance of the City of San
Francisco compost standard, and variable total Pb concentrations year to year, has significant implications for
urban farms in the Boston area, forcing farmers to make difficult choices about vendors and quality.

UA communities relying on compost often struggle to evaluate compost quality due to a lack of Pb concentration
benchmarks and testing. To date, no federal benchmarks exist for compost Pb (Lupolt et al., 2022). In Massa-
chusetts, residential surface soils (RCS‐1, defined as soils at or within 500 ft of a residential dwelling, a
residentially‐zoned property, school, playground, recreational area or park; or within a groundwater resource
area) have a regulatory limit of 200 μg/g while the EPA soil benchmark is 400 μg/g for a residential property or on
the property of a child‐occupied facility (Environmental Protection Agency, 2020; Massachusetts Department of
Environmental Protection, 2020). It is generally accepted that these benchmarks do not reflect our current
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understanding of Pb toxicology (Lupolt et al., 2022; Walls et al., 2022). The 2021 US Court of Appeals for the
Ninth Circuit found that the EPA did not appropriately create new regulations regarding lead‐based paint or lead‐
soil hazards (U.S. Court of Appeals, 2021; Walls et al., 2022). Moreover, only half of the 40 most populous US
cities had soil safety policies specific to UA (Lupolt et al., 2022). At both the state and federal levels, the reg-
ulatory framework for Pb in soil is both patchwork and out of date, with even less attention paid to compost, a
matrix that is used in multiple contexts.

Previous work by our lab has demonstrated that urban compost can be contaminated with Pb in two ways: use of
contaminated feedstocks in the production of compost and resuspension of Pb fines from contaminated soils
(Clark et al., 2006; Fitzstevens et al., 2017; Sharp & Brabander, 2017). Further application to agricultural soils,
especially in urban environments, can compound the effects from legacy Pb, adding additional Pb to already
contaminated soils. Ratios of 207Pb/206Pb and 208Pb/206Pb implicate gasoline and paint as the dominant sources of
urban soil Pb in Boston, demonstrating that old, fugitive Pb is contaminating new compost (Sharp &
Brabander, 2017). For recent municipal compost, fine grain size fractions (<37 μm) have two times the Pb
concentration of the bulk compost (Brabander et al., 2022). This suggests that particles with the highest Pb
concentrations are also the most geomobile (transportable by natural processes in the environment) and must be

Figure 1. Concept map of compost feedstocks, stakeholders, and potential outcomes in the urban agricultural movement. Feedstocks range regionally and all have the
potential to host contaminants with long or short residence times. While urban agriculture faces both structural and geochemical challenges, the movement's success
gives rise to a broad array of societal outcomes including: increased community engagement and access to quality nutrient dense foods, and creating community‐based
youth leadership.
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managed to minimize resuspension. By evaluating Pb fate and transport pathways and collaborating with urban
farmers, it is possible to develop best practices to foster safe UA.

Since Pb contamination and strategies to minimize Pb exposure remain key concerns for communities engaging in
sustainable local agriculture, we have tracked bulk Pb concentrations in the City of Boston municipal compost
starting in 2006. The long residence time of Pb in urban soils and compost make this issue persistent even though
leaded gasoline and paint have not been used for decades (Figure 1). In this paper we (a) share a participatory
framework for collecting and analyzing compost samples, (b) develop geochemical tracers to fingerprint different
feedstocks and how they evolve over time as vendors and practices change, and (c) propose best practices
developed with farmers to minimize Pb exposure while on the farm and in local neighborhoods. Urban compost
will always be a hyper locally sourced matrix with distinct feedstocks and unique geochemical characteristics.
Appropriate management strategies that are health protective must be geochemically informed and created in
partnership with city agencies and urban farmers.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. The Food Project Mission (TFP) and Urban Agriculture Challenges

Focusing their work in Boston's Dudley neighborhood and the city of Lynn, MA, TFP employs 120 teenagers
annually to help grow 150,000 pounds of fresh fruits and vegetables, while also providing leadership opportu-
nities and supporting them to create change in their own communities. The Food Project “envisions a world where
youth are active leaders, diverse communities feel connected to the land and each other, and everyone has access
to fresh, local, healthy affordable food.” (The Food Project, n.d., About Us section). In the past 29 years, TFP has
cultivated 5,000,000 pounds of produce on 70 acres of urban and suburban land (The Food Project, n.d., Statistics
section). The Food Project relies on compost to cultivate fresh produce and realize their vision of fresh, local,
healthy affordable food for all by supplementing nutrients in urban soils, filling raised beds, and limiting heavy
metal mobility (Fitzstevens et al., 2017; Pini et al., 2012; Sharp & Brabander, 2017). This reliance on locally
sourced high quality compost to engage youth and transform communities has often left TFP with difficult
choices (see Voices From the Field text box).

Voices From the Field

Compost and Urban Farming. Compost is the lifeblood of UA transforming yard waste and food scraps
into filled raised beds, a method to dilute or cap lead in soils, and amendment for nutrient deficient soil.
However, urban farms often don't have a great deal of choice when it comes to compost available to
them. Since 2006, TFP has used four different municipal compost vendors to supplement compost
generated on the farm. The quality of this compost can vary in nutrient content, porosity, and lead
concentrations due to the variable feedstocks that vendors are provided with. Even without collaborating
with a geochemistry lab, farmers can observe how plants respond to the compost—assessing its texture,
porosity, nutrient content, how much of it was food waste—and determining the success of that year's
crop.

Quality concerns. Farmers are anxious about variability in quality even from delivery to delivery (even
on the month‐to‐month scale). At the TFP farm they see a fair amount of variability in the quality of the
compost from the perspective of nutrients—which leaves farmers wondering about the “invisible”
qualities of which lead is one. Educated farmers understand each test is just a snapshot of that particular
moment, and does not mean that we can expect the same results in a later load.

Difficult choices (cost, Pb concentrations, and relationships with vendors). Farmers struggle with the
decisions over what vendors to work with—they have to be thinking about lead and garden safety—and
we're also thinking about a material that can be trusted to support healthy growth of plants. Ideally we
find vendors that check both those boxes—but when they do they tend to be priced at a premium level,
and finding a price point that makes sense for our grants can be challenging.
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2.2. Participatory Action Research Model (PAR)

Even before Participatory Action Research (PAR) was popularized as a model for community group‐academic‐
municipal interactions, we strived to break away from the traditional researcher‐researched dichotomy, and
instead sought to build power with community members through collective empowerment and meaningful action
toward community member's goals (Baum et al., 2006; Gallagher et al., 2020; Hayhow et al., 2021). PAR research
models bring practitioners and community members together to identify a public health concern or opportunity
and remain engaged during the entire research process (Hayhow et al., 2021). Scientists enter the system to
develop analytical methods and conduct research that addresses community members' questions and look for
ways to connect with other decision makers and stakeholders in the system (Gallagher et al., 2020). A critical part
of the model is communication and feedback among researchers and community members in varied and
accessible ways. The PAR Flashlight Model, which was developed in collaboration with TFP, shines light on a
wider range of both actors and audiences to instigate systemic community transformation (Gallagher et al., 2020).

Since 2006 our partnership has consisted of a mix of research, education, mentoring, and outreach, and action.
More than 1,000 raised beds have been constructed in the Roxbury/Nubian Square neighborhoods through a
“build a garden” program run by TFP youth interns (DIRT crew). Some of the educational and outreach actions
include: (a) biannual workshops with TFP's DIRT Crew, where undergraduate lab members from Wellesley
College help facilitate teaching DIRT Crew about Pb, its health effects, and test DIRT Crew member's soil, and
(b) soil testing days, where undergraduate lab members help test community members soils at Garlic Fest,
providing real‐time Pb concentrations and discussing low‐cost amendments if necessary. In addition to educa-
tional interactions focused on youth leadership through UA, our lab has conducted site evaluations for new
gardens, producing geographic information system (GIS) maps and infographics to aid in farm planning and
construction.

2.3. Sample Collection and Preparation

All compost samples were collected in collaboration with TFP. Samples were taken from piles delivered to the
urban farm to best evaluate the metal inventories of materials that were actively being used by TFP and the
neighborhood gardeners they support. These piles are often covered with tarps to minimize biological or chemical
interactions with the immediate surroundings between time of delivery and actual use. Non‐city compost samples

Figure 2. Pb concentrations in compost from City (City of Boston) and non‐city sources. The number of samples per year
differed depending on availability, where the total samples analyzed were 134 city and 97 non‐city. Non‐urban sources
involve feedstock like food, loam mix, and regular compost. Note that the gap in 2013–2014 is due to a halt in the City of
Boston's compost program due to high Pb. In 2020, no sample was collected due to the global COVID‐19 pandemic. The
mean Pb concentration for city samples across all years is 207 and 94 μg/g for non‐city samples. Lines in boxes represent the
median and dots represent outliers.
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were collected from piles of commercial compost‐loam and commercial food sourced suppliers delivered to TFP's
urban farm. In Figure 2, our “city” samples were collected beginning in 2006, and are from the City of Boston
contracted vendors. Samples designated as “non‐city” came from compost‐loam mix and commercial food
sourced compost from the suburban Boston area, which we began sampling in 2010.While the number of samples
measured per pile varied from year to year, on average 2–3 samples/pile were analyzed in triplicate resulting in
5%–10% variability in measured lead concentrations. This suggests that a subsampling resulted in a representative
analysis of the bulk sample. Typically, 4–6 L of compost are sampled using a garden trowel and placed in ziplock
bags for transport to the lab. There, they are dried to constant mass either in a chemical fume hood when
speciation work is planned, or in a 60°C drying oven when only bulk metal inventories are required. Over the
course of the study and for a variety of different compost vendors, we fractionated several samples using plastic
and nylon sieves sets (no brass standard sieves were used due to concerns about contamination during sieving).
Before sieving, large pieces of anthropogenic materials (paper, plastic, and even occasional alkaline batteries) as
well as larger (1–4 cm) stones and sticks were removed by hand and disposed of. The remaining sample was
ground in a tungsten carbide mixer for a maximum of 4 min. The resulting homogeneous fine powers were then
assembled into triplicate 32 mm X‐ray fluorescence (XRF) sample cups (Premier Lab Supply) using 4 g of
material, polyester fiber baffling, and 4–6 μm thick mylar XRF film (Premier Lab Supply).

2.4. Chemical Characterization

Field screening and in‐situ elemental analysis of compost piles on TFP's two main farm locations were measured
with a field portable Thermo Scientific NITON® XL3T 600 XRF analyzer. This helped assess pile scale het-
erogeneity, guided sampling, and provided the master farmer with real‐time estimates of Pb concentrations. In situ
rapid field analysis can guide decision making about compost use while more precise and accurate lab‐based
measurements are pending. The triplicate samples were run on a Spectro Analytical XEPOS 1 (from 2006 to
2018) and on a Spectro Analytical XEPOS He (from 2019 to 2022) (Kleve, Germany). Samples were analyzed in
batches of 10 with NIST 2709a and NIST2709 SRM bracketing the unknowns. No corrections factors were
applied to the measured samples as the standard deviation of the measured standard for Pb always fell within the
accepted value. The average precision for individual measurements of the NIST 2709a standard was±2% over the
course of the study.

2.5. Size Fractionation of Compost

Approximately 1.0 kg of bulk compost samples were dry sieved using 9″ plastic sieves with stainless steel wires
down to 37 μm, when Chemplex Nylon mesh screens were used. Samples were sieved into >2 mm, 2 mm to
250 μm, 250–125 μm, 125–63 μm, 63–37 μm, and <37 μm fractions. All sieving took place in a chemical fume
hood. Only the >2 mm, 2 mm–250 μm and 250–125 μm fractions were ground prior to analysis, and samples
<125 μm were homogeneous enough to not require grinding. Typical percent recovery was >95% with each size
fraction yielding enough mass to construct XRF sample cups with 4 g (consistent with the bulk sample analyses).
All size fractions were analyzed using XRF.

2.6. Data Reduction and Statistics

For principal component analysis (PCA), only elements above the XRF detection limits for all samples were
included. All statistics were done in R, using packages: tidyverse, ggplot2, devtools, readr, plotrix, ggsci. All
scripts and data sets used are publicly available on Github, and access to these resources is in the References. For
PCA, only elements above the XRF detection limits for all samples were included.

3. Results
Bulk and trace element chemistry of city (municipal) and non‐city (suburban) compost samples were collected in
partnership with TFP from 2006 to 2022 in order to: (a) track bulk Pb inventories over time, (b) geochemically
fingerprint feedstock sources and correlate with bulk Pb concentrations, and (c) document the presence of higher
Pb concentration in wind transportable fractions than in the bulk matrix.
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3.1. Bulk Pb Inventories Over Time

Using this decadal data set, we can assess both the effects of feedstocks on bulk Pb in compost and the
potential for (re)contamination from legacy Pb in soils and air as the City of Boston has changed vendors. For
City of Boston compost, the initial years of the program were marked with relatively higher Pb levels,
especially in 2011 and 2012, when Pb levels exceeded the US EPA soil limit of 400 ppm, and the program
was temporarily suspended (Figure 2). After 2015 with a new vendor, a greater reduction in Pb concentrations
in city sourced compost was observed (Figure 2). Non‐city compost samples on average had 2.2 times
(Welch's t test, t = 4.59, df = 11.5, p‐value = 0.000682) lower bulk concentrations than city samples over the
period of study. The suburban compost also displayed less variability in Pb concentrations in any given year
(e.g., greater consistency) and the bulk Pb concentrations are often at or below the California Human Health
Screening Levels for Lead from the Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment of 80 μg/g (Lupolt
et al., 2022).

3.2. Geochemical Fingerprinting of Source

Using XRF techniques for bulk chemical characterization of compost matrices yields a large matrix of both major
and trace elemental concentrations information that is well suited for evaluation using PCA techniques.

Here, PCA is used as an exploratory tool to identify potential geochemical fingerprints by calculating each
element's correlation with all other elements and mapping it onto a two‐dimensional space, where the ellipses
(Commercial Food Waste, Compost/Loam Mix, and Municipal City Vendors) describe waste stream
elemental associations (Figure 3). Pb and Zn are the primary elements associated with the city vendor pro-
duced compost while the elements associated with loamy soils (Al, Si, Fe, K) define the suburban compost/
loam sourced materials. Commercial food sourced compost shows the effects of amending this matrix with
calcium, which is a common local practice (Fitzstevens et al., 2017). From this exploratory approach, unique
element/element ratios used in Fitzstevens et al. continues to be an effective way to geochemically differ-
entiate between sources.

Figure 3. Principal component analysis (PCA) Whole matrix geochemical characterization. Note that each waste stream has
a distinct association of elements defining the variance within the matrix. Fifty‐seven percent of the system variance was
preserved with these two principal component analyses.
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Based on work by Fitzstevens et al. (2017), we use Si/Ca ratio on the x axis and Pb/Ti ratios on the y axis to
capture variation in mineral content and Pb sources. Loam rich samples will contain feldspars and quartz and have
a higher Si/Ca than compost samples. Pb/Ti differentiates between the two primary sources of Pb to urban soils
(leaded gasoline and lead paint which often had added titanium dioxide) which was confirmed using Pb isotope
analysis (Sharp & Brabander, 2017).

City compost consistently has high Pb/Ti values and relatively low Si/Ca values (Figure 4a). These high Pb/Ti
values and generally lowSi/Ca values suggest that Pb values are primarily determined only by the principae sources
of Pb in the system: a mixture of aerosolized Pb paint and leaded gasoline with combustion sourced Pb being
dominant. Compost from non‐city sources contain much lower Pb/Ti and greater variability in Si/Ca which can be
attributed to the more diverse sourcing of materials in suburban compost and overall higher mineral content.

Figure 4b tracks the changes in Pb/Ti and Si/Ca ratios in city compost during the period of study. Initially (2006–
2015) compost samples had high Pb/Ti ratios and low Si/Ca values (<5) suggesting that the compost contained
little soil and that the fugitive Pb was being derived from both leaded paint and gasoline. After 2015 the Si/Ca
ratio rose, indicating that more soil began to become incorporated into the final product. We anticipate that this is
from yard soil from street side pick up of residential compost bags which was introduced in 2015 (Jackman
et al., 2018). The observed lower Pb/Ti support this hypothesis as well as that residential yard soils will be
dominated by Pb sourced from paint which has higher Ti concentrations.

Figure 4c shows the geochemical variation in the non‐city compost in which we present the data by source type
(commercial food, suburban sourced compost, and loammix). Here there is a systematic increase in Si/Ca ratio as
the feedstocks range from commercial food to loam mix. This variation in bulk chemical composition is

Figure 4. Geochemical fingerprinting by comparing: (a) City of Boston vendor sources (red circles) versus non‐city sources (blue triangles), (b) Change in Pb/Ti and Si/
Ca ratios over time for city compost, and (c) Waste streams of non‐urban source compost. Ratio‐ratio plots comparing major elements (Si and Ca) with trace elements
(Ti and Pb) illustrate that compost matrices can be geochemically fingerprinted by source stream. These elements capture both variation in matrix composition and
anthropogenic input.
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anticipated due to both the practice of adding Ca to commercial food sourced
compost (Fitzstevens et al., 2017) and the increasing mineral content of the
matrix and the compost becomes amended with loam.

3.3. Pb Reservoirs as a Function of Grain Size

Previous work demonstrated that Pb geomobility in this setting strongly
correlates with soil particle size (Clark et al., 2008; Sharp &
Brabander, 2017). To assess this correlation in compost, bulk samples of city
compost were size fractionated. In city vendor compost we observe that Pb
concentrations vary widely both over time and by grain size. We infer that
some of these variations are linked with the changing feedstock composition
(as illustrated in Figure 4), where a majority of Pb in compost is from wind
transportable P(<63 μm; Gillette &Walker, 1977; Gillings et al., 2022; Hayes
& Ramos, 2019; Schaider et al., 2007) Pb in soils (Sharp & Brabander, 2017).
Before 2017 and the facility closure in 2013–2014, we note no discernible
patterns either in bulk concentration or in how the Pb is partitioned among
size fractions (Figure 5). This suggests that more than one fugitive Pb
pathway is linked with elevated Pb concentrations in compost (e.g., both
autochthonous and allochthonous contamination). For samples from 2017 and
later, Pb concentrations in the finest three size classes (125–63 μm, 63–37 μm,
and <37 μm) are higher than in the two largest size fractions (Figure 5a).
Furthermore, in the most recent samples we see a clear trend of increasing Pb
concentration as a function of grain size. These wind transportable grain sizes
impact the characterization of exposure risks. In 2022, the <37 μm size
fraction had Pb concentrations almost two times that of the bulk compost.
This demonstrates the need for “end use” benchmarks that are not based
simply on either phytoavailable Pb or on bulk Pb concentrations.

We note that fugitive Pb associated with the finer grain sizes is only a
challenge for compost sourced and handled in the urban context. The Food
Project has been (when financially and logistically feasible) sourcing some
of their compost from suburban vendors. In Figure 5b we compare two
compost samples delivered to TFP urban farm, one from a city vendor the
other from a suburban vendor. We note that not only are the bulk Pb
concentrations lower by a factor of four, but that the suburban sample does
not display the same trend of increasing Pb with decreasing grain size. This
further supports the claim that fugitive Pb in the city compost is locally
sourced.

4. Discussion
Over the course of this study, municipal compost has had 2.2×more bulk Pb than compost sourced from suburban
vendors, with a mean concentration of 207 μg/g. It also harbors a greater proportion of the Pb inventory in wind
transportable fractions. This has implications for neighborhood scale mobilization of Pb and additional
contamination of urban agricultural soils acting as secondary source of transported Pb. In the early 2000s, the
Roxbury neighborhood had an average yard/garden soil Pb of 900 μg/g, with maximum levels reaching 3,700 μg/
g Pb (Clark et al., 2006). While compost tends to have lower total Pb than soil, it has greater percent Pb bio-
accessibility based on the default Integrated Exposure Uptake Biokinetic (IEUBK) model (Fitzstevens
et al., 2017). However, the new Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Blood Lead Reference Value (CDC
BLRV) of 3.5 μg/dL would require total soil Pb to be closer to 50 μg/g, and 30 μg/g in compost according to the
IEUBKmodel with default bioaccessibility parameter adjusted to the measured values for this matrix (Fitzstevens
et al., 2017; Sharp & Brabander, 2017). Without our PAR partnership, only a handful of costly samples might be
sent to the state's agricultural testing lab per year, which often report phytoavailability/acid soluble Pb. While this
is common practice for agricultural testing, phytoavailable Pb doesn't directly correlate with geomobility and
human exposure pathways.

Figure 5. Pb Concentrations in Size Fractionated Compost (a) from 2006 to
2022 (b) in City and Suburban settings in 2022. Wind transportable
fractions, <63 μm (Gillette & Walker, 1977; Gillings et al., 2022; Hayes &
Ramos, 2019; Schaider et al., 2007) generally have higher Pb concentrations
since 2017. Note that grain sizes <125 μm are considered easily transferable
as they can stick to hands (Clark et al., 2008).
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4.1. Compost Properties, Collection Protocols and Their Public Health Implications

Compost feedstocks and collection methods are key in controlling fugitive Pb in urban sourced compost. For
example, the City of Boston has increased efforts to collect yard waste curbside. This city initiative has
increased the potential for residential yard soil to “contaminate” the compost feedstock. We investigated this
by determining the total amount of Pb found in a curbside yard waste bag collected in the Nubian Square
neighborhood of Boston and found that a single bag contained 191,000 μg of Pb (see Table S1 in Supporting
Information S1). Feedstock stream management is critical to minimizing Pb additions to compost. It should be
noted that several cities no longer place street sweeping or even yard waste material into compost waste
streams (Project Oscar, 2016). It is time to rethink how residential yard waste is collected in the urban
environment. This is particularly critical in older neighborhoods with a high density of houses that still
contain Pb paint. Many cities including Boston use leaf vacuums to collect leaf litter, which inevitably takes
up soil particles (which contain high amounts of Pb, especially in fine, wind transportable particles; Clark
et al., 2006, 2008; Fitzstevens et al., 2017; Sharp & Brabander, 2017). After sieving leaves collected from a
composting facility to separate >4 mm and <4 mm, we found that sieving only removed 18% of the mass of
the bulk sample, but removed 46% of the total inventory of Pb in the sample (see Figure S1 in Supporting
Information S1). In the Greater Boston context, leaves often make up as much as 75% of the compost
feedstock as they contribute vital K, Ca, and C to the final product and break down quickly (See Figure S1 in
Supporting Information S1). Changes to collection procedures, for example, using a mix of manual and less
aggressive mechanized collection (e.g., raking), or removal of Pb before it becomes part of the matrix, for
example, “reverse sieving” leaves to remove Pb and soils from leaves before adding them to the compost,
could reduce Pb in city compost (See Figure S1 in Supporting Information S1).

These changes in collection procedures have the potential to produce low concentrations of Pb. Geochemically
fingerprinting both sources of fugitive Pb and bulk compost matrix characteristics in the Boston context (e.g.,
feedstocks ranging from food sourced to loam amended) can inform both management practices and interventions
to lower the burden of fugitive Pb in locally sourced compost that supports UA without the need for less generally
available Pb isotopic data. In suburban settings, new commercial management practices have been able to pro-
duce compost with 40–50 μg/g total Pb, however, these suburban suppliers are expensive and present a financial
barrier to urban farmers. While municipal compost in Boston has lower Pb concentrations in recent years as
compared to pre‐2006 levels, the city has yet to achieve results similar to suburban compost. There is a
demonstrated need to reproduce these management practices that minimize bulk Pb in compost in the urban
context to sustainably support UA.

4.2. Designing Successful Long‐Term Compost Programs to Support Urban Agriculture

Our long‐term tracing reveals that municipal compost generated from urban organic wastes has avertible risks
with proper management. This is particularly relevant as converting organic solid waste into compost un-
derpins a large area of improvement for our current global waste management system. Food and green (plant
waste) are great feedstocks for compost generation and they currently make up roughly 44% of global waste
(Kaza et al., 2018). Roughly 2 million tons of organic waste goes to some form of landfill, and the by‐
products of this process include nutrient run‐off and release of hazardous air pollutants (Chen et al., 2020;
Lubberding et al., 2012; Wiedinmyer et al., 2014). Composted material represents just 5% of total global waste
that is treated and disposed of, while open dumping accounts for approximately 33%. In total, solid waste
releases the equivalent of 1.6 billion tons of CO2, accounting for 5% of global emissions in 2016 (Kaza
et al., 2018). Food waste accounts for half of this solid waste (Kaza et al., 2018). Given the large proportion
that organic wastes account for in terms of composition, and the little composting that is occurring, devoting
efforts and setting guidelines to safely scale‐up compost can reap large benefits. Maintaining and prioritizing
public health objectives while doing so remains imperative. This starts by not only treating compost as a way
to manage waste, but also as a foundational component of supporting sustainable and collaborative UA (See
Voices From the Field).
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Voices From the Field

Sustainable support of urban farming with locally sourced compost. Urban farmers are responding to
elevated lead levels often encountered in the context of UA by building raised beds (1,000–2,000 have
been built in the Dorchester/Roxbury neighborhoods of Boston in the past decade through a Build a
Garden Program run by TFP). These raised beds along with larger block‐scale farms are in constant need
of compost to serve as both an effective growing media (either as soil amendment [on the farms] or as
wholesale growth media [for raised beds]) and as a diluent/cover for more contaminated soils.

Need for a collaborative process to ensure quality. Farmers and their academic partners along with local
city agencies need to collaborate to set appropriate quality benchmarks specific to compost. Using soil
based benchmarks likely underestimates risk as bioavailability tends to be higher in compost than
resident urban soils.

With benchmarks in place, there is a need for reliable local low cost long‐term (sustainable) solutions
that provide farmers with compost that can be used with confidence and is widely accessible to support
the production of locally sourced community specific produce in communities that often lack both food
security and food sovereignty.

While a recent push in compost programs has emerged around the world, composting in the US has not scaled up
to the extent that it is common practice. Many programs seem to struggle with maintaining operations in the long‐
run, and the end product is not created with the aim of sustaining UA. This has most certainly been the case in
Boston where there has been a series of failed vendor and suspended contracts associated with the City's com-
posting program over the past two decades. This creates an environment where farm managers face an incon-
sistent supplier landscape and poor quality control (see Figure 2). Farmers rely on subsidized compost, giving
them little leverage to demand higher quality compost out of concern that they may lose access to this resource.

Although regulations exist for ensuring minimal accumulation of heavy metals within commercial produce, little
to none exist for farmers and field workers who are exposed to the growing environment. This is a regulatory
oversight because workers are exposed to heavy metals through contact with the growing media (soil or compost)
and possibly through inhaling fine resuspended soil particles (Filippelli & Laidlaw, 2010; Filippelli & Tay-
lor, 2018; Lupolt et al., 2022; Zahran et al., 2013).

It is worth noting that even when chemically mediated Pb immobilizing interventions are taken such as phosphate
addition (Miretzky & Fernandez‐Cirelli, 2008), the focus is almost entirely on reducing the phytoavailable Pb
rather than concern for those working in the fields exposed to fine soil and dust.

The growing urban carbon crisis presents an opportunity to rethink our current paradigm of burning, burying, or
diluting carbon in urban systems, and instead to transform this carbon into a valuable resource. This can be
accomplished through collaboration with all stakeholders (urban farmers, city planners, waste engineers, and city
officials), to avoid the inherent externalities linked with current practices of viewing urban carbon only as a waste
product. The consequences of both social injustices and geochemical properties of environmental contaminants
can act over decades, and must be considered concomitantly to design sustainable and equitable inventions.
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